







Kant’s Notion of Schema 
and Its Basis in Linguistic Analysis
Abstract
The use of Kantian schemata as valuable theoretical elements (constructs) in the explica-
tion of our cognitive architecture has been for some time a recurring topic in the philosophy 
of mind. The relevancy of schemas and processes of schematization as organizing principles 
of language structures has been repeatedly pointed out in linguistic theory, especially within 
the framework of cognitive linguistics. In this paper we discuss how Kant’s notion of the 
schematization of the mind, as discussed in his Critique	of	Pure	Reason, i.e. the central no-
tion of the schema, provides us with relevant insights into a novel critical approach to sche-
matization in linguistics. At the same time, we strive to show that linguistic analyses provide 
a corroboration and enrichment of Kant’s theoretical philosophy by means of linguistic 
























tion/cognition	to	perception,	a priori knowledge	and	a posteriori knowledge	
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in	 mind	 possible	 comparisons	 and	 mutual	 contributions	 that	 the	 two	 fields	
have	to	offer	one	another.	First	we	will	present	the	uses	of	the	term	schema	
in	contemporary	 linguistics,	 especially	cognitive	 linguistics	which	develops	
and	exploits	the	notion	of	the	schema	in	many	ways,	thus	making	it	a	central	
notion	in	linguistic	theory	as	well.	Then	we	will	 juxtapose	Kant’s	notion	of	














































chotomy	and	 in	 its	place	puts	 the	bodily	basis	of	meaning	and	“the	














whether	all	of	 language	 is	based	 (directly)	on	embodiment	 is	 still	a	
1
Deciding	 between	 the	 plural	 form	 of	 sche-
mas or	 schemata was	 not	 an	 easy	 task	 be-
cause	both	are	used	in	extant	relevant	works	
cited	in	this	paper.	However,	because	the	term 

















most	 attention	 to	Kant’s	 analysis	 in	his	 first	
Critique,	 taking	 this	 as	 the	 most	 plausible	
first	 step	because	Kant	 devoted	much	 space	
there	to	the	explanation	of	this	notion.	Thus,	
the	 reader	 could	 get	 the	 wrong	 impression	
that	 we	 sometimes	 speak	 about	 schemata	
as	 some	 parts	 of	 mind	 structure	 instead	 of	
a	 process/mechanism.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 we	









of the Power of Judgment,	 but	 the	 detailed	



























plified	by	e.g.	usage-based models of language (see	below).
iv)	 	A	relativist6	and	a	(moderate)	empiricist	view	of	acquiring	knowled-
ge	of	 language.	This	 latter	view	does	not,	however,	 treat	 the	mind	












and	cognition,	 as	Kant	 is	often	perceived	as	 standing	 in	between	 the	main	


















































and	 more	 elaborated	 notion	 of	 schemata	 in	
mind,	it	is	still	the	prevailing	reading	of	Kant	










which	 opposes	 the	 claims	 of	 universal	 gram-
mar	with	the	hypothesis	of	linguistic	relativity	
and	 its	 stronger	variant	–	 linguistic	determin-
ism	 –	 stemming	 from	 Herder’s	 views	 on	 the	
relationship	between	language	and	thought,	as	
well	 as	 the	 more	 contemporary	 Sapir-Whorf	
hypothesis	 (see	 e.g.	 Gumperz	 and	 Levinson	
1996).	 According	 to	 the	 linguistic	 relativity	












structuralist	 approaches,	 as	 Saussure	 clearly	
states	 that	 the	 seed	of	all	 change	 in	 the	 lan-
guage	 system	 (langue)	 stems	 from	 an	 indi-


















3. Notion of schema in linguistics





stance	is	found	in	Saussure’s	Cours de linguistique génerale ([1916]	1995)	in	
which	a	definition	of	the	linguistic	sign	and	the	notion	of	language	(langue)	
as	being	essentially	 a	 system	of	pure	 forms	are	being	expounded.	Without	
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It	should	be	stated	that,	as	opposed	to	more	contemporary	linguistic	approach-









world;	 therefore,	 particular	 schemas	guide	us	 in	our	understanding	of	new	
experiences	(Gureckis	and	Goldstone	2010).	The	beginning	of	such	an	un-
derstanding	of	schemas	is	usually	attributed	to	F.	Bartlett	(1932).	Bartlett	was	
investigating	 the	way	 in	which	memory	and	 interpretation	of	 (folk)	 stories	


































This	 principle	 is	 related	 to	 Wittgenstein’s	
principle	of	family resemblance (1953) where	
he	uses	the	much	quoted	example	of	various	
games	(board	games,	card	games,	etc.)	which	
have	 nothing	 in	 common	 to	 all	 of	 them	 yet	

























cal	 i.e.	 hierarchical	 structuring	 of	 language	 categories,	 from	 more	 specific	
instances	to	more	generic	ones.	However,	schemas	are	considered	to	be	key	





At	 the	 level	of	 the	 lexicon,	one	of	 the	basic	examples	of	schematization	 is	
the	 abovementioned	hierarchical	 structure	of	 lexical	units,	 i.e.	 taxonomies.	
Since	 taxonomies	 may	 consist	 of	 many	 levels,	 relations	 between	 schemas 
and	instances are	multiple	and	we	can	talk	of	“schematization	chains”,	such	
as	 the	hierarchy	entity → living thing → animal → bird → eagle	 (…), in	
which	every	superordinate	term	is	actually	a	schema	to	the	subordinate	ones.	
Another	common	example	of	the	use	of	schemas	in	lexical	analysis	is	their	
role	 in	describing	polysemous	 lexemes.	For	 instance,	 the	 lexeme	head can	
mean	i)	part	of	the	body,	e.g.	he shook his head, ii)	mind,	e.g.	I wish you’d 
use your head,	 iii)	 the	person	 in	charge	of	a	group	or	an	organization,	e.g.	

























believes	 that	knowledge	of	 language	 is	 inseparable	 from	knowledge	of	 the	
world,	 this	also	means	 that	an	 insight	 into	 the	workings	of	 language	struc-
tures	provides	us	with	insight	into	the	workings	of	the	mind.	Furthermore,	a	












Obj – way Obl] e.g.	they made their way through the vineyard, the wounded 
soldiers limped their way across the field (Goldberg	 1995),	 syntactic	 con-
structions	such	as	[Subject – Predicate] (Fillmore	et	al.	2012)	or	morphologi-
cal	schemas,	e.g.	[Nstem/ v [teljsuff/n’ ]] which	allows	for	the	derivation	of	













by	Gardner	 (1985:	58–59),	according	 to	Kant’s	 interpretation,	 schemas	are	



































parts,	and	highly	flexible.	There	 is	no	complete	or	closed	 inventory	of	 im-
age-schemas	in	the	literature	(although	for	the	list	of	most	common	ones	see	
Hampe	2005:	3–4),	some	common	ones	being	CONTAINER,	UP–DOWN,	
SOURCE–PATH–GOAL.	 In	 cognitive	 linguistics	 image	 schemas	 are	often	
illustrated	through	the	analysis	of	metaphorical	meanings,	which	point	to	the	
influence	of	an	image	schema	in	their	formation.	For	example,	meanings	such	
as	he came out of a coma, spring is coming, he fell into a state of despair and	
so	forth	are	anaylzed	as	realizations	of	the	SOURCE–PATH–GOAL	schema,	

















4. The concept of the schema in Kant – 
  schema(tism) in the Critique of Pure Reason
Kant’s	 critical	project	 rests	on	 the	 revolutionary	 redefining	of	 the	place	of	
the	 cognising	 subject	 in	 the	world	 that	 surrounds	him/her.	 In	his	 quest	 for	
transcendental	conditions	of	cognition,	Kant	 finds	 its	basic	and	 irreducible	
constituents	to	be	understanding	and	sensibility,	most	famously	formulated	in	
the	saying	“thoughts	without	content	are	empty,	intuitions	without	concepts	
are	 blind”	 (KrV	A51/B75,	 193–194).16	 The	 cognising	 faculty	 of	 a	 subject	
comprises	concepts,	or	more	precisely,	the	categories	of	understanding,	while	

















i.e.	 Kant’s	 view	 of	 the	 ‘schematism	 of	 the	 mind’.	The	 interest	 is	 twofold.	
On	the	one	hand,	it	may	seem	that	this	notion	is	taken	for	granted,	therefore	























the	category	 to	appearances	possible	 […]?	This	question,	 so	natural	 and	 important,	 is	 really	
the	cause	which	makes	a	transcendental	doctrine	of	the	power	of	judgment	necessary,	in	order,	








Kant’s	 writings	 are	 cited	 in	 the	 body	 of	 the	
text	 according	 to	 volume	 and	 page	 number	
in	 Kants gesammelte Schriften,	 edited	 by	
Königliche	Preußische	[now	Deutsche]	Aka-
demie	 der	 Wissenschaften	 (Berlin,	 Georg	
Reimer	 [now	 Walter	 De	 Gruyter],	 1902–).	
Standard	abbreviations	are	used	(e.g.	KrV	for	






tion of the Works of Immanuel Kant,	 Cam-
bridge	 University	 Press,	 Cambridge	 1992ff.	
For	convenience	the	exact	page	of	translation	


























mentioned	heterogeneity	by	allowing	cognition	 in	general.	As	 such,	 it	 is	 a	
condition	of	cognition	in	general	and	therefore	Kant	defines	it	as	transcenden-
tal.	It	remains	to	be	seen,	however,	what	is	so	special	about	schemata.
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It	 is	schematism	that	makes	clear	the	fact	that	time	(pure	intuition	of	time)	











1)	 Schema: a formal and pure condition of the sensibility.	By	summarizing	
the	 foundations	of	his	critical	project,	Kant	points	out	 that	 it	 should	be	
clear	through	the	deduction	of	categories	and	the	discussion	thus	far	in	the	
















the	 inner	 sense,	 Kant	 distinguishes	 the	 pure	
intuition	of	space	as	a	form	of	the	outer	sense.	
The	 first	 has	 the	 priority	 in	 the	 logical	 and	
cognitive	 sense	 (and	 transcendental)	 since	 it	




















tion	 of	 thought	 in	 general.	 This	 insight	 that	
pure	 intuition	 is	possible	puts	our	anthropo-




about	 spatiality	 itself	 is	 the	 basic	 charac-
teristic	 of	 our	 mind	 according	 to	 Kant.	 The	
whole	first	part	of	“Transcendental	Doctrine	








Kant	 realizes	 that	 we	 cannot	 observe	 time	
directly	 and	 that	 every	 instantiation	 of	 tem-
porality	 really	depends	on	a	spatial	 relation:	




the	 categories	 themselves	 –	 requires	 objects 
in space.	The	spatiality	of	objects	of	appear-
ance	 will	 be	 the	 ultimate	 condition	 for	 the	
objective	validity	of	the	categories,	even	if	it	
does	 not	 figure	 in	 the	 actual	 schematization	
of	them”	(Guyer	1987:	168).	This	is	the	key	
to	understanding	Kant’s	need	for	schemata	as	
mediators	 between	 concepts	 and	 empirical	
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In	 other	 words,	 mathematical	 reasoning	 in	 the	 construction	 of	 concepts	 is	
a	 paradigm	 of	 the	 schematization	 process,	 because	 for	 the	 construction	 of	







shape	 that	experience	offers	me	or	any	possible	 image	 that	 I	can	exhibit	 in concreto.”	 (KrV	
A141/B180,	273)
With	 this	 example	 Kant	 emphasizes	 that	 all	 concepts,	 including	 empiri-
cal	ones,	 have	 their	 schemata,	which	 are	necessary	 for	 formation	 (and	un-
derstanding)	of	the	mere	concept	as	such.	In	other	words,	despite	the	much	
harder	 possibility	 of	 abstraction	 when	 the	 concept	 of	 ‘dog’	 is	 in	 question,	
and	despite	 the	 seductive	call	of	 recalling	 images	of	 some	previously	seen	
dog,	Kant	insists	that	it	is	possible	(and	actually	that	it	is	prior	to	any	further	







ematical	 construction	 in	 Kant’s	 philosophy,	
see	Shabel	(2006).
24
In	 the	 light	 of	 both	 examples,	 several	 ques-
tions	 remain	 open:	 How	 should	 cognitive	
linguistics	 and	 cognitive	 science	 assess	 the	


















of	 a	 “bottom-up”	 empirical	 generalizations.	
Anyway,	the	idea	is	that	schema	(and	cognition	
in	general)	 is	 in	 transcendental	project	 simply	
impossible	(or	at	least	irrelevant)	without	both	
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cording	to	the	order	of	the	categories,	the	time-series,	the	content of time,	the	order of time,	and	



















as	 the	crucial	moment	which	 leads	us	 to	 the	 threshold	of	 apperception.	
This	is	for	Kant	the	final	frontier	of	epistemological	analysis.26	Thus,	Kant	
concludes	that






cism	 (see	 e.g.	 Guyer	 1992:	 especially	 133–
136)	 we	 can	 ask	 whether	 this	 obstructs	 the	
plausibility	of	schematism	as	such.	However,	








subject	 to	 be	 aware	 of	 different	 representa-
tions	as	his/her	own,	i.e.	as	a	subject	of	such	
awareness	 (cognition)	 itself.	 For	 instructive	
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to	general	rules	of	synthesis	through	grounds	of	an	a priori	necessary	unity	(on	account	of	the	
necessary	unification	of	all	 consciousness	 in	an	original	apperception),	 and	 thereby	 to	make	
them	fit	for	a	thoroughgoing	connection	in	one	experience.”	(KrV	A146/B185,	276)
Schemata	are	 really	 the	distinctive	carriers	of	“real”	meaning,	 that	 is,	 they	
bring	real	(experiential)	reference	to	categories	of	understanding,	since	they	
are	 mediators	 toward	 empirical	 facts	 without	 which	 the	 a priori	 concepts	
would	be	empty	in	content,	and	thus	without	“meaning”	(significance	or	ref-
erence)	or	“meaningless”.27
7)	 Schema: sensible concept of an object, in agreement with the category. 













sensibility	offers	 the	categories	and	understanding	 itself	 their	 realization	 in	
the	act	of	cognition.
5. Common (and distinct) challenges of schemas 
  in Kant’s critical project and linguistic analysis
By	 examining	 the	uses	 of	 the	 term	 schema in	 structuralism,	 contemporary	
cognitive	 linguistic	 theory	 and	 cognitive	 science	 in	 general	 as	 well	 as	 in	






























































of	 abstraction	and	generalization28	 and	are	 there	 some	universal	properties	





Kant	 reminds	 readers	 once	 again	of	 the	 im-
portance	of	a priori	and	empirical:	“…	hence	
the	 categories	 are	 in	 the	 end	 of	 none	 but	 a	
possible	 empirical	 use,	 since	 they	 merely	
serve	to	subject	appearances	to	general	rules	
of	 synthesis	 through	 grounds	 of	 an	 a priori	
necessary	unity	(on	account	of	the	necessary	
unification	of	all	consciousness	in	an	original	







Within	 linguistics,	 this	problem	 is	 related	 to	
the	elusive	problem	of	establishing	a	unique	
or	uniform	meaning	for	some	linguistic	units	
within	 a	 system.	For	more	on	 this	 the	 read-












first	Critique:	 a)	 First	 and	 foremost,	 did	 Kant	 simply	 create	 two	 problems	





















































































in:	Allison,	Henry	E.	Kant’s	Transcendental Idealism: An Interpretation and Defense.	New	
Haven	–	London:	Yale	University	Press,	272–293.
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Daniela Katunar, Igor Eterović
Kantov pojam sheme i 
njegovo uporište u lingvističkoj analizi
Sažetak
Upotreba Kantovih shema kao vrijednih teorijskih elemenata (konstrukata) u objašnjenju našeg 
kognitivnoga ustroja već je duže vrijeme aktualna tema u filozofiji uma. Relevantnost sheme i 
shematizacije kao principa organizacije jezičnih struktura u posljednjih je 30-ak godina ista-
knuta i u lingvističkoj teoriji, posebice kognitivnoj lingvistici. U ovom se radu nastoji pokazati 
kako upravo Kantov koncept shematizma uma, izložen u Kritici	čistog	uma, odnosno središnji 
pojam sheme, pruža relevantne uvide za mogućnost drugačijega kritičkog sagledavanja sheme 
u lingvističkoj diskusiji. Istovremeno se pokazuje kako lingvistička diskusija nudi potkrjepu i 
sadržajno obogaćenje Kantove teorijske filozofije pružajući konkretne primjere jezične artikula-
cije onoga što bi sheme trebale biti i kakva je to njihova narav, osnažujući na taj način Kantovu 
poziciju lingvističkim argumentima i čineći ga aktualnim za suvremenu lingvistiku.
Ključne riječi
shema,	Immanuel	Kant,	lingvistika,	teorijska	filozofija
Daniela Katunar, Igor Eterović
Kants Begriff des Schemas und 
dessen Grundlage in der linguistischen Analyse
Zusammenfassung
Die Verwendung von Kants Schemata als wertvollen theoretischen Elementen (Konstrukten) 
bei der Erläuterung unseres kognitiven Aufbaus ist seit längerer Zeit das aktuelle Thema in der 
Philosophie des Geistes. Die Relevanz des Schemas und der Schematisierung als Prinzip der 
Organisation von Sprachstrukturen wurde in den letzten 30 Jahren auch in der linguistischen 
Theorie, insbesondere in der kognitiven Linguistik, hervorgehoben. In dieser Arbeit versucht 
man zu zeigen, dass eben Kants Konzept des Vernunft-Schematismus, dargelegt in der Kritik	der	
reinen	Vernunft, bzw. der Zentralbegriff des Schemas, relevante Einsichten in die Möglichkeit 
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einer andersartigen kritischen Sichtweise des Schemas innerhalb der linguistischen Diskussion 
verschafft. Gleichzeitig wird gezeigt, dass die linguistische Diskussion eine Bekräftigung sowie 
inhaltliche Bereicherung der theoretischen Philosophie Kants bietet, idem sie konkrete Bei-
spiele für die sprachliche Artikulation dessen, was Schemata sein sollen und wie deren Natur 
ist, liefert, und auf diese Art Kants Position durch linguistische Argumente stärkt und ihn für die 
zeitgenössische Linguistik aktuell macht.
Schlüsselwörter
Schema,	Immanuel	Kant,	Linguistik,	theoretische	Philosophie
Daniela Katunar, Igor Eterović
Le concept kantien de schème et 
son point d’appui dans l’analyse linguistique
Résumé
L’utilisation des schèmes kantiens, en tant qu’éléments (constructions) théoriques de grande 
importance dans l’explication de notre constitution cognitive, est un thème actuel en philoso-
phie de l’esprit depuis déjà un certain temps. La pertinence du schème et de la schématisation 
comme principes d’organisation des structures langagières a également été relevée, durant les 
trente dernières années, au sein de la théorie linguistique, particulièrement au sein de la lin-
guistique cognitive. Ce travail s’applique précisément à montrer comment le concept kantien de 
schématisme de la raison est exposé dans la Critique	de	la	raison	pure, et en particulier, comment 
le concept central de schème offre des conceptions pertinentes qui nous permettent de porter un 
regard critique autre sur le schème au sein de la discussion linguistique. En même temps, il est 
montré comment la discussion linguistique corrobore et enrichit le contenu de la philosophie 
théorique kantienne en offrant des exemples d’articulations langagières de ce que les schèmes 
devraient être et de leur nature, renforçant de cette manière la position de Kant à travers des 
arguments linguistiques, et le rendant ainsi actuel pour la linguistique contemporaine.
Mots-clés
schème,	Emmanuel	Kant,	linguistique,	philosophie	théorique
